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A New Paradigm of Public Education in the District 

Education Reform has been a high priority in the District of Columbia for many years. 
But the structure of the school system -- hierarchical, centralized, arbitrarily funded, 
lacking in accountability mechanisms -- defeated the best efforts to reform it. Four years 
after the passage of the charter school law, however, public education in the District is 
marked by rapid, fundamental change. District residents and policy makers have begun 
to adapt to the realities of charter reform, but some, including many in the traditional 
school system, have become anxious about the relationship between public charter 
schools and their own reform efforts. This anxiety is perfectly understandable. We 
believe, however, that fears about the threat public charter schools pose to public 
education are profoundly misplaced. Public charter schools are a new and important part 
of public education in the District, a force for change that is fundamentally consistent 
with the Superintendent's own efforts to make the structure ofDCPS (now the largest but 
not the only local source of public education) more responsive and accountable. 

Even so, that there is tension between the public charter school movement and DCPS is 
undeniable. But, contrary to what many believe, this tension has little to do with 
competition over students. Rather, at the most fundamental level conflict has arisen 
because public charter schools challenge long-held assumptions about what public 
education reform should look like. In the older paradigm of education reform, change is 
driven from the top of a centralized hierarchy. Centralization is associated in people's 
minds with equity, because it is assumed that the best way to ensure that all students do 
well is to make sure that they all do more or less the same thing, on the same schedule. 
And it is associated with quality and accountability, because those who rise to the top of 
an institutional hierarchy are assumed to be best qualified to judge what's best for all 
children, and to devise and enforce rules accordingly. 

These assumptions -- benign in origin but inadequate to current challenges -- were on 
display in a recent press release by Maudine Cooper of the Emergency Transitional 
Board of Trustees. According to Ms. Cooper, public charter schools ''will have to be 
carefully managed and led" now that DCPS has developed a systematic reform agenda, 
an agenda, she points out, that was not in place when the District's charter law was 
passed. From this perspective, charter schools are marginal to real reform. They are seen 
as a dangerous emergency measure taken when DCPS was at its lowest, akin to lifeboats 
that must be taken back on board now that the ship has plugged its leak. The only proper 
role for charter schools, in this view, is the one that has been reserved for magnet schools 
and alternative programs: to fill "gaps" in the larger system, serving the students who for 
whatever reason are unsuited to the DCPS "core program." From this perspective, which 
associates quality with centralized control, charter schools hardly seem like public 
schools at all. 
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But there is a new paradigm of public education that is gaining ground all across the 
country. This paradigm rejects the idea that uniformity, centralization, and hierarchy 
must be the hallmarks of public schooling. Rather, what makes schooling public is that it 
serves all students free of charge, that it is accountable to public officials for the use of 
public funds and to parents for providing quality education, and that it is non-sectarian 
and non-discriminatory. 

The new paradigm involves a series of structural reforms, all of which make schools 
more accountable by shifting authority to the people who most directly interact with 
children. One reform is to give parents choice about which public school their children 
will attend. This by itself, though it will put pressure on schools that cannot retain 
students, is a more effective accountability mechanism than all the regulations and 
requirements that have been developed over the years. Another reform is to give 
principals and their staffs control over budget, staffing, curriculum, and instruction, so 
that decisions respond more directly to the needs of the school community. A third 
reform is to pay close attention to objective measures of student performance, so that the 
decisions made at the school level support what is most important. A final reform, which 
is not well understood but which is crucial to achieving real equity, is per pupil funding. 
Under per pupil funding, a legislature develops a formula based on the real costs of 
educating children and appropriates funds accordingly. These funds in tum "follow the 
child" to whatever district or charter school he or she attends. 1 Per pupil funding thus 
redresses the inequitable and inefficient distribution of resources that has for so long been 
a pernicious threat to the ideals of public education. 

It should be clear that to embrace this new paradigm is not to attack DCPS, which itself 
has added elements characteristic of public charter schools. DCPS has had public school 
choice for many years in the form of out-of-boundary enrollment. The LSRT process and 
recent parent outreach efforts are consistent with the public charter schools' efforts to 
make schools more responsive to the people who work and learn there. Superintendent 
Ackerman's weighted per-pupil formula promises to bring more control and 
accountability to individual DCPS schools. Finally, the superintendent's expressed desire 
to improve student performance mirrors the main goal of the public charter school 
movement. 

Under the new paradigm, there is a vital role for public charter schools even where the 
school system, as in the District, appears to moving in the right direction. The role is 
twofold. First is to provide better schools now and in the future to the children of the 
District. 2 The charter school law has given visionary educators the chance to create 
exciting new schools of their own design, something that rarely has been accomplished in 

1 If a child attends a district school, some funds are reserved for central administration. If a 
child attends a public charter school, a smaller amount is reserved to fund the operations of the 
chartering authority. 
2 The importance of creating these good schools now should not be underestimated, given that so 
many students are at terrible risk of failure. Fore these students, slow, systemic reform, however 
valuable in the long run, comes much too late. 
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the systemic context. The law also has allowed such educators to bring nationally-
known school designs (such as Modem Red School House, Paideia, Core Knowledge, 
and Direct Instruction/Outward Bound) to public education in the District. Although 
some districts around the country have these programs in a few schools, the difficulty of 
blending them with district rules and requirements has meant far greater problems than 
there are in the public charter school context. In addition, it has so far proven impossible 
for school systems to replicate the energy and sense of mission that happens when 
institutions, organizations, and community members seek each other out and forge an 
entirely new institution under their control. This is what we are seeing in the District's 
charter movement and, despite obstacles, frustrations, and growing pains, the results 
have been astonishing. 

A second role for the public charter schools is to provide a powerful ongoing incentive 
for DCPS reform. In the old paradigm, an unsatisfied parent could do little more than 
complain to the Superintendent or the Board of Education. In the new paradigm, the 
parent may simply take the child elsewhere. Without this option, the institutional inertia 
that has defeated reform for so long is likely to undermine the Superintendent's best 
intentions. 

It is often asked how many public charter schools we think there should be. The number 
itself is unimportant. What is important is that all strong charter school applications be 
approved and that only strong charter applications be approved. There is no reason to 
expect that charter schools will supplant DCPS. It is more likely that, under pressure 
from charter reform, DCPS will become stronger and more attractive as an educational 
option. Ultimately, we foresee a future in which the only thing uniform about public 
education in the District is high expectations and real accountability, a future in which 
parents are accustomed to investigating the merits of each particular program and 
choosing the one that most suits their child, and in which teachers have the freedom to 
teach in the best ways that they know how. 

Specific Matters Needing Attention 

Funding 

Per pupil funding is a revolutionary change in the way we pay for public education, and it 
is understandable that kinks remain in the system. But now, several years down the road, 
it is time to work these kinks out. Confusion in the funding process creates tension 
between DCPS and public charter schools, but both suffer equally from uncertainty over 
budget and delayed disbursements. Responsibility for making the new system work lies 
with the District Council, the Control Board, and the CFO. 

Attached is a timeline that details just how much hardship funding uncertainty has caused 
charter schools. Also attached is an analysis demonstrating that there is no legal 
justification for failing to disburse money to DCPS and the public charter schools on 
October 15. Here, we deal with specific problems that must be dealt with in order to 
smooth the funding process. 
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• Failure to budget for the anticipated number of public charter school students. 
Each year, the Council has budgeted funds for public charter schools based on the 
previous year's enrollment, despite clear evidence that charter enrollment would 
increase dramatically. The last minute solution for FY 2000 -- reserving five percent 
of the DCPS allocation -- has created great confusion and animosity. Each year, the 
D. C. Public Charter School Coalition has been able to predict coming year enrollment 
within five percent. Either these estimates should be accepted or an independent 
means for estimating enrollment should be devised. 3 

• Discrepancies between DCPS and PCS count dates. According to the D.C. School 
Reform Act, public charter schools are to be funded based on their enrollment as of 
September 15th of each year. According to the Uniform Funding Formula Act, DCPS 
is to be funded based on its enrollment as of October 1st of the precedin! year. To 
complicate matters, students are counted for Title 1 funds on October 7 , which this 
year somehow replaced September 15th as the public charter school count date. Given 
the Council's and CFO's aversion to "double funding" students, these multiple count 
dates violate the principle that funds should follow children and creates tension: 
DCPS feels that students who transfer from one year to the next still "belong" to their 
budget, while J;>ublic charter school leaders expect each student enrolled on 
September 15 to be fully funded according to formula. The count dates should be 
reconciled, or enough funds should be appropriated so that students may be double 
funded to ease the financial impact of declining enrollments on DCPS. 

• Lack of any mechanism to fund new charter school students during delays in the 
passage of the D.C. budget. As we all know, the federal government consistently 
fails to pass the District budget by October 1st

. Under continuing resolutions, new 
public charter schools receive no funds just when they need funding the most --
during their first months of operation. A mechanism needs to be created to make at 
lease some funds available for schools under these circumstances. 

• Lack of clarity in the facilities funding allowance formula. The facilities funding 
allowance makes D.C. one of the few jurisdictions that truly funds charter schools on 
a par with traditional public schools. But the formula requires the Council to estimate 
DCPS capital spending in a way that is simply unworkable. To make this funding 
stream predictable, the allowance should be based on a moving average of previous 
years' capital commitments. 4 

• Residency issues. The claim that D.C. public charter schools serve many non-
resident students is entirely unsupported and, we can assure you, untrue. Charter 

3 It is better to budget for the maximum potential number of public charter school students. Any 
leftover funds can be returned to the General Fund. 
4 A committee of interested parties, including DCPS and the public charter schools, has been 
brought together by Councilmember Chavous to work on revising count dates and the facilities 
formula .. 
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schools enroll more students than DCPS has lost because they are drawing students 
back to public education: drop outs, adults, students whose parents would have left 
the city or struggled to pay for private schooling. Given the withering of our public 
education system over the last 20 years, this should be applauded. Sixteen percent of 
students in public charter schools, it is true, were unable to produce three proofs of 
residency. But parents are often unable or unwilling to produce the kind of proofs 
that are required, and charter schools have not been allowed to verify residency 
through home visits or the testimony of social workers. Although DCPS enjoys such 
flexibility, eighteen percent ofDCPS students did not produce the required proofs. 

• Lack of commitment and vision. Running through all of these problems is a 
common thread: failure to appreciate and embrace what could be the most 
meaningful reform in the history of education funding. The uniform funding formula 
was developed by a working group of experts from various fields who examined the 
real costs of educating children in the District. But last year, as usual, DCPS made a 
budget request based on its perceived needs, rather than on the formula, which was 
then whittled down because of concerns that had nothing to do with children. The 
Uniform Funding Formula, which even with its flaws is a radical improvement over 
the old system, was not fully implemented 

True education reform does not come cheap. The District must make two 
commitments if all our rhetoric about education is not to prove hollow. One is to 
fully fund the formula regardless of other budgetary pressures. The other is to accept 
certain transitional costs as the price of fundamental change. Solving the problems 
sketched above will require some new money: a fund for schools stranded by 
continuing resolutions, reserves to handle unexpected enrollment increases, perhaps 
even a mechanism (whether temporary "double funding" or something else) to protect 
DCPS from the financial impact of enrollment declines. In the long run, because 
D.C. education spending is already relatively high, the per pupil formula is unlikely to 
exceed recent per pupil spending. But if the reforms work, and D. C. becomes a more 
habitable place for families, there will be more children to fund. Most District policy 
makers and most District citizens agree that good schools are the city's top priority. 
We need to start acting that way. 

Conversion Public Charter Schools 

The approval of Paul Junior High School to become a public charter school has provoked 
considerable passion and misunderstanding. DCPS worries that Paul will open the 
floodgates for conversions. To the public, at least those unfamiliar with charter schools, 
the process seems alien: a public school suddenly disappears, somehow "privatized." 

Many of the concerns raised about conversion charter schools are unwarranted or 
exaggerated. For one thing, no more than a few DCPS schools are likely to convert in 
the foreseeable future. The Board of Education is unlikely ever to approve a conversion 
school and the Public Charter School Board, given the intense scrutiny that conversion 
attempts bring, will do so only if they have a compelling reason. Paul's very strong 
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application required extraordinary commitment on the part of its staff, as well as novel 
partnerships with institutions such as the Kennedy Center. Similar applications, if any 
are forthcoming, will be one at a time, not in droves. 

Also unwarranted is the fear that conversion represents a dangerous leap into the 
unknown. Many new public charter schools are different from anything parents are likely 
to have seen in DCPS. But the conversion option is a way for a DCPS school with strong 
leadership to adopt reforms supported by the school community (two thirds of parents 
and teachers must support the effort) but not by the central administration. Some ask 
why Paul needs to become a charter school, ifit is doing so well already. The answer is 
that DCPS traditionally has not supported its better schools. Several programs have been 
undermined, and more have been slowly eroded by personnel turnover and institutional 
drag. By converting to a charter school, a visionary principal can maintain a committed 
staff and build structures that will survive his or her own departure. Concerns about 
parents who do not like the conversion school also rest on an exaggerated sense of the 
difference between a traditional public school and a conversion charter school. A Paul 
parent is in exactly the same position as one whose neighborhood school has adopted a 
distinctive LSRT plan. 5 Furthermore, any Paul parent, no matter how displeased, is in a 
better position than one whose child attends a dysfunctional DCPS neighborhood school. 

As to the possible destabilizing effect of conversions on DCPS, we believe that, just as 
with charter reform in general, destabilization is not to be feared but should be welcomed 
as a positive force for change. In recent memory, the only thing stable about DCPS has 
been frustration. The conversion option is important not only for the few schools that 
will convert but will give leaders at all public schools more leverage when negotiating 
with the central administration. One need only look to the Duke Ellington school to see 
this effect already in progress. Principals will also have more examples of effective 
school site management on which to draw. Such leverage and such examples are crucial 
ifDCPS is to realize the potential for governance reform embodied in the weighted 
student formula. 

Competition and Communication 

Education experts generally discuss two different models when arguing that public 
charter schools will positively influence all public schools. In one model, charter schools 
act as "laboratories of innovation," testing educational approaches that can be replicated 
by centralized school districts. In the other model, charter schools act as competitors, 
forcing school districts to improve in order to retain students. 

The competitive model is closer to what actually is happening, and what should happen. 
The "laboratory" model, like the view that charters schools should merely fill alternative 
niches or "gaps" in the educational system, underestimates the need for change. The 
problem with large school systems has not been a lack of replicable school designs. The 

5 Under the School Reform Act, a conversion school has the option to give enrollment preference 
to students within its neighborhood boundaries. Paul has pledged to do so. 
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problem is that the monopolistic structure of large districts, in the absence of public 
school choice, stifles educators and often places bureaucratic values above the interests of 
children. Competition has transformative potential. In places where parents can afford to 
move to neighborhoods whose schools send the most students to selective colleges, it has 
long been a part of public education. 

The key is to make the competition friendly and productive rather than cutthroat. DCPS 
and public charter schools can achieve this kind of competition, which will spread best 
practices more effectively than a hundred "laboratory" schools with limited autonomy. 
But to do that, the two communities must overcome the following obstacles: 

• Lack of contact among personnel. One of the main sources of hostility is simply 
lack of contact among DCPS and public charter school personnel. Some former 
DCPS employees now working at charter schools communicate with their former 
colleagues and have spread goodwill. But for the most part each community nurses 
its illusions in the absence of real experience with the other. In part, this is because a 
charter school in its first years of operation requires such energy and commitment that 
staff have nothing left for outreach to other schools. DCPS personnel are often 
similarly overburdened. We are concerned, however, that the top of the DCPS 
hierarchy may be discouraging communication that would naturally happen between 
schools in close proximity that serve similar students. Charter school leaders report 
that on issues ranging from sports competition to records transfer to the informal 
discussion of student histories, DCPS personnel have responded similarly, saying, 
"You are private schools and we're not supposed to deal with you." This response 
conforms to the school system's worst reputation for insularity. 

If given the opportunity, however, teachers like to share what they know. As the 
charter school movement matures, leaders from both communities should cultivate 
opportunities for collaboration and information exchange. 6 Charter schools may not 
be laboratories, but they are doing new things and tapping new resources. DCPS 
schools, too, are adopting new strategies. Everyone would benefit from conversation. 

• Lack of contact among leadership . Remarkably, four years after the opening of the 
first D.C. charter school, there has been no formal meeting between a Superintendent 
and charter school leaders on issues of mutual concern. Neither side has reached out 
to the other. Last year, the Superintendent appointed a charter school liaison, but his 1 

role has been to deal with individual problems or to explain policy rather than to 
engage in overarching dialogue. 

One issue that desperately needs dialogue is the development of protocols to handle 
the transfer of a student from one kind of public school to another. Charter schools 
have had an extremely difficult time obtaining records from DCPS, especially for 
students with IEP's. Charter school leaders have complained that DCPS staff have 

6 In Boston, for instance, district and charter school teachers are collaborating on a project to 
expand and improve the teaching of calculus. 
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shown little interest in making the process go smoothly. But it is also true that an 
adequate policy cannot be expected to magically appear; a forum needs to exist 
through which both communities can hammer out the details. The development of 
clear protocols in tum would improve communication among personnel at the school 
level. Regular dialogue would also make public accusations less likely. For instance, 
the Superintendent's questions about enrollment increases might have been answered 
before she implied in the Post that charter schools cater to suburban students. 

• "Anti-competitive practices." Meaningful communication cannot take place unless 
there is a commitment to fairness on both sides. As we have suggested, lack of 
communication to date stems in part :from the novelty of public charter schools as 
institutions. Mechanisms for communication are not yet fully in place. 7 But DCPS is 
also engaging in the wrong kind of competition. It is one thing for the school system 
to compete over student performance, to debate the merits of centralized versus 
independent school governance, and to aggressively market its own programs. It is 
another thing to undermine schools through intimidation and the abuse of the public 
trust. We believe that these latter tactics have manifested itself in three ways: 

Misleading and intimidating parents. At Hearst Elementary School, a group of 
parents attempting to organize a public charter school sought to discuss the issue 
at a PTA meeting. The school principal forbade them :from mentioning charter 
schools on DCPS property. The Superintendent's office later confirmed this as 
official policy. During the Kwame Nkrumah Public Charter School controversy, 
DCPS security guards distributed a note to students warning parents to enroll their 
children in DCPS or face problems with the compulsory education law. Kwame 
Nkrumah eventually closed down, but the issue was then very much in doubt. 
Most recently, DCPS sent a note to parents of students at Paul Junior High School 
and its feeder schools. In the guise of a parental preference survey, the note 
implied that the school "formerly known as Paul" would lose its building when it 
left the DCPS system. 

Using control over surplus school facilities to impede the public charter schools. 
The frustration of the charter movement over the disposition of excess school 
property is well known. That :frustration is directed as much towards District 
policy makers as towards the school system, which could hardly be expected to 
rehabilitate its own buildings and become a real estate agency at the same time. 
We look to these same policy makers to develop a more equitable and effective 
policy as soon as possible. 8 

7 There are, however, representatives of the charter movement with whom DCPS could engage in 
dialogue. The chartering authorities are available for consultation. And charter school leaders 
themselves have organized through the D.C. Public Charter School Coalition, which regularly 
recruits individual charter leaders and advocates to speak for the interests of the group. 
8 We strongly recommend that control over school buildings be transferred to a neutral agency, 
whose role would be to ensure best use for each. 
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Meanwhile, DCPS's stewardship ofits property illustrates the kind of tactics that 
must be abandoned in order for goodwill to develop. Over the last two years, as 
the process for arranging long-term leases broke down, DCPS made space 
available to several public charter schools on a temporary basis. These 
arrangements caused considerable friction, with charter schools waiting 
inordinately for action on lease requests and other issues. Until this year, 
however, friction could be understood to result from understaffing at the Real 
Estate Office or from indifference rather than from outright hostility. This year, 
however, it is hard to conclude other than that DCPS is operating in bad faith. 
Founders of new charter schools have been told that no space whatsoever is 
available for next school year, even though several buildings in the inventory 
remain unobligated and surveys show less than fifty percent utilization in many 
DCPS schools. DCPS also has pulled the Franklin, McKinley, and other 
buildings off the market, which it has no reason to do. Finally, DCPS tried to use 
its control over facilities to move an incompatible program into the building 
leased by Hyde Leadership PCS and is attempting to take over part of the building 
to be occupied by the Paul Junior High School PCS. 9 

Divisive rhetoric. One of the main concerns expressed by some critics of charter 
schools, is that the new schools will divide the city. They say that poor children 
will be left behind while more privileged children siphon funds to charter schools, 
which are often characterized as elitist. This rhetoric bears no relationship to 
reality: DC's public charter schools serve the same children as do DCPS schools. 

With one or two notable exceptions, DCPS personnel have avoided using such 
rhetoric. Lately, however, Board of Education and EBT members have been 
using inflammatory buzzwords in talking publicly about the District's public 
charter schools. Two of these buzzwords merit special attention. 

One is "privatization." In her recent press release, for instance, Maudine Cooper 
warns against giving away public assets to "essentially private entities." 
Privatization conjures fears that public interests are being subordinated to profit. 
Privatization is understood to benefit the rich and to be favored exclusively by 
conservatives. Privatization is a strategy that defines accountability solely in 
terms of market forces and therefore does not protect the weakest among us. 
None of these connotations are appropriate for public charter schools, which are 
distinguished by the rigorous blending of private governance structures and 
accountability to public entities for the fulfillment of the public good. Far from 
being elitist, as the privatization label suggests, public charter schools serve 
populations nearly identical to those of typical DCPS schools -- except for the 
one-third of charter schools dedicated to serving students at special risk of failure. 
Several D.C. charter schools have hired for-profit companies to manage front- or 
back-office tasks. But so have public school districts around the country, which 

9 We have attached an analysis of the Paul Junior High matter showing that the conversion public 
charter school is entitled to the entire building. 
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nonetheless remain public. And unlike the privatization of utilities, nothing is 
"given away" to charter schools: leased buildings may be reclaimed by the city, as 
may any assets belonging to a charter school that closes down. To associate the 
charter school movement with privatization is misleading in the extreme. 

Worse is to associate the charter school movement with segregation, which Ms. 
Cooper and others also have done. One may argue that charter school reform is 
bad policy. And one may resent the fact that the Congress's and not the Council's 
version of the charter school law holds sway. But to hint that the public charter 
schools somehow represent a return to segregation is demagoguery. 

Conclusion 

Three years ago there were 300 children in DC's public charter schools. This year, with 
little publicity other than word of mouth, the number has grown to nearly 7000. The 
people of the District want the option of public charter schools, and their will should not 
be frustrated by policies that are based on a concept of public education that no longer 
pertains. With goodwill on all sides, and an unwavering focus on what is best for our 
children, the tensions that are impeding education reform in the District can be 
eliminated. 

Prepared by Friends of Choice in Urban Schools (FOCUS) 
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